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CHAPTER II: HISTORY OF MARGRET POTTER UNRUH'S
EAST BANNER SCHOOL TEACHING
In the Spring of 1930, Margret Potter graduated from Garden City
High School at the age of fifteen. After turning sixteen the following fall ,
she entered Garden City Junior College, which was located on the top floor
of the high school building .

She attended the college for two years to earn

her elementary teaching certificate.

Another method of obtaining a

teaching certification at that time was to attend normal training class
during one summer and then pass a competency test.

Those with two

years of college were not required to take the test.
About halfway through the second semester the students at the
Junior College who were taking the educational courses began to look for
jobs for the next year.

One Saturday, Margret's brother, Mearl, took her on

a job hunting trip. They

traveled south of Garden City into Haskell County

stopping at every one-room school district.

They traveled as far as

Sublette, then taking a different route they traveled west then north back
to Garden City.

They came to the Banner District which had two schools,

East and West. They stopped and visited the three board members of the
Banner District: Mr. Nusser, Mr. Rundel, and Mr. Meadors. A few weeks
later, Margret was notified that she had been hired to teach the East
Banner School for the princely sum of seventy-five dollars a month for the
eight months that country schools were in session.

For this seventy-five
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dollars she would teach all eight grades, plus do the janitorial work.
She was delighted to have the job, but had a problem because of the
fact that she would not turn eighteen until a few days before the school
year started.
eighteen.

She could not get a teaching certificate until she was

Would she receive her teaching certificate before the beginning

of the year?

She sweated out the summer with this worry but was

relieved a few days before school started when her certificate arrived.
The teachers in the Banner School District boarded at the Nort and
Bonnie Kisners' .

Margret would share a room with the teacher who taught

at the West Banner School.
their board and room.

They would each pay twenty-five dollars for

The Kisners treated Margret more as a daughter

than a boarder, and Bonnie often told Margret that she was the daughter
they never had.
East Banner was a typical example of the one-room schoolhouses of
that day. It was an oblong building with windows along both sides. There
was a small addition built onto the front called the cloak room.

The

students and teacher would deposit their packed-at-home lunch pails, and
hang up their coats and caps in the cloak room every morning.
The main part of the building, the classroom, had a small raised area
like a stage in the front with a teacher's desk and chair. There was also a
long bench , called the recitation bench, where the children sat when their
class was called to recite.

The pupil's desks were arranged in rows facing
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the teacher's desk.

About half the desks at East Banner were individual

desks, the others were double desks where two students could sit
together.

This caused some problems, since "whispering" was frowned

upon in those early schools.

Since Margret never considered herself to be

a strict disciplinarian this didn't bother her.

The desks were fastened to

long boards to keep them in place; and also to make it easier to move them
for cleaning.

It would have been impossible to arrange the desks

informally as is done today.
Another important furnishing in that school room was a big , black,
coal-burning stove in the middle of the room.
on cold winter days.

It kept the students warm

Early in the winter, Margret found that if she waited

until school was in session, she would have many volunteers to fill the
coal bucket from the coal shed located in a building behind the school
house. No one wanted to go at recess time.
There was also a pump organ that no one knew how to play. And a
small old-fashioned bookcase filled with a few story books, an ancient
encyclopedia, and miscellaneous tomes that no one ever read.

There must

have been an unwritten law that books were never discarded, no matter
how old or uninteresting they might be.

A globe and some ancient maps

hung on the wall were about all the teaching aids available. She could not
hope for anything more as this was the beginning of the Great Depression.
In the years to follow , school districts had a hard enough time getting
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enough money to even pay the teacher.
The East Banner School also had a water well in its yard. By using
the hand pump, fresh , cold water for drinking was available for the
students. The school was even modem enough not to have a common
drinking cup. Instead, each student had as a part of their school supplies a
small collapsible cup called a "sanitary" cup.

Of course if a student was

out to recess and wanted a drink but had forgotten to bring his "sanitary"
cup with him, he would borrow another's "sanitary" cup.
There were two small outhouses far back on the playground. One
was for girls and one for boys. They had little wooden privacy fences
around the doors to discourage any would be peekers.
A bit fearfully, Miss Potter faced her first class of students on her
first day of her teaching career.

There were twenty-two of them from the

first through the eighth grade ranging in age from six to fourteen years-only four years younger than herself.

Since she would be their teacher for

the next three years, she learned to know and love these children. Even
sixty years later she could name all twenty-two of them .
Ardery children:

There were the

Alberta, Eldora, and Russell; the Nusser children: Edna,

Herbert, Edward, and Ruth; two families of Rundells:

Grace and Marie in

one family, Nadine, Verle, Lawrence, and Francis in the other, Kenneth and
Harold McManaman , Eugene Nally, Oscar Harzman, Dennis, Dale, and Neva
Unruh, Opal Stuckey, and Darlene Smith.

In the following years she would
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have some more first graders: Jean, and Wanda Stuckey, Earl McManaman,
Junior Reese, Donald Smith, and Grace Nusser.
School began promptly at nine o'clock and ended at four o'clock.
There was an hour off for lunch and fifteen minute recesses in the middle
of the morning and afternoon.
reading.

The schedule for the day started with

Miss Potter would call the first grade to the recitation bench and

they would have their lesson, then the second grade and so on through the
other grades.

Each lesson would only last about ten minutes and then the

students would go back to their desks to do their work.
The textbooks for the schools were printed by the State Printer of
Kansas. There was also a book called the Course of Study. It was a big ,
thick book, and it had all the subjects that were taught for all the grades.
It would tell how far the students were to get each month in their
textbook.

It also gave teaching hints for reading and Miss Potter utilized

it extensively. There was a County Superintendent of Schools who made a
yearly visit to each country school.

She would check the places the

students were at with the place the Course of Study said they should be.
Miss Potter thought of the Course of Study as the teacher's bible.
While it would seem that being the only teacher in a building and
having no daily supervisor over you would give the teacher a great deal of
freedom,

but that was not the case .

country school four times a year.

Bi-monthly tests were sent to the

These test covered the material that
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was to have been covered according to the Course of Study. These tests
were sent to the County Superintendent's office in Sublette for grading.

If

a teacher's pupils did not perform at a certain level , the teacher ran the
risk of losing her job.

Before graduation , the eighth graders would travel

to Sublette to take a comprehensive exam.
in Sublette.

These tests were also graded

The students were required to score an eighty percent to

receive their diplomas.

There was a county wide graduation ceremony and

students scoring high on the comprehensive exam were listed on an honor
roll.
The school had a very small library in an old bookcase, but each year
books would be added to the collection from money made at a Halloween
program and pie supper. The ladies of the community baked pies and
decorated boxes to hold them. These were auctioned off to husbands and
boyfriends. The money was also used to buy playground supplies like
balls , bats, and mitts .
The pupils of East Banner really enjoyed playing baseball.

They

would choose up sides and play against each other. A few times each year
East Banner and two neighboring schools, Colusa and Independence, would
meet for a competitive tournament.
county track meet.

Every spring there would also be a

East Banner always won the track meet "hands down".

Miss Potter walked the two and one-half miles from the Kisner farm
to school until the weather started to get cool, then she bought a horse to
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ride to school.

She rode to school with the Ardery children who lived

across the road from the Kisners.

Slacks or pants for women were

frowned upon and would not have been considered proper attire so her
riding attire consisted of over-sized bib overalls pulled over her dress.
When she got to school, she would remove the overalls and hang them on a
hook in the cloak room and teach in her dress.

Those horseback rides

provided a great deal of pleasure for the country school teacher.
One evening's ride was especially unforgettable.

It started out as

usual. The weather was cool with a hint of an approaching storm.

Her

horse was quite sensitive to changes in weather, and became a little
fractious.
stirrup.

In trying to hold him,

Miss Potter put too much pressure on her

The strap that held it broke. Just as she lost her stirrup, her

horse decided to head for home and the barn in high gear. Away she went,
clinging to the saddle for dear life, the Ardery children in hot pursuit of
the run-away horse.

That night they made it home in record time!

The first bad dust storm came that first year of her teaching career.
Of course, the area had always been plagued with dust storms on occasion,
but this was the beginning of a time when Kansas would be known as a
part of the country suffering as the Dust Bowl.

During the first storm, the

wind came up in the night, blowing dust through every window crack.
After that storm, there were more dirty days than clear ones.

The

housewives dust proofed their houses by using masking tape on all window
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cracks.
The school houses were very vulnerable.
janitors of the schools.

The teachers were the

Miss Potter could not sweep the school room in

the evenings, as she would have liked to have done, because chances were
that a storm would blow all the dust back in during the night.
early and cleaned the room in the morning.

She rose

Sometimes she would sweep

the dirt into a large shovel to dump. There was that much!

Usually the

weather would be calm until noon, but then the wind came back in full
force.

And no rain-no rain!
When the first school year came to a close, she hated to see it end.

She had had a good year. Her students had won honors in the county fine
arts contest, had won the county track meet, and beaten adjoining schools
in baseball games.

Her eighth graders had graduated with honors.

At the last day of school the eighth grade girls kissed their teacher
good-by and cried. They would not be coming back to East Banner the next
year, but Miss Potter would. She had been asked to come back but at a
lower salary!

The school could only pay sixty-five dollars a month.

The

Kisners would lower her board and room to twenty dollars a month for the
next year.
Margret Potter would return to East Banner School the next two
years.

At that time it was common practice for one-room school teachers

to move to a different school after a few years in a single school.

This
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practice may have been in place to avoid the chances of a student having a
teacher weak in a certain area for his entire school career.
transferred to a neighboring school district, Morning Star,

Margret
for her fourth

year of teaching.
The Morning Star School was very much like the East Banner School
had been. The one exception was that it had no water well on the grounds.
Water would have to be carried from the farm located across the road.
Usually, this task was performed by one of the older boys in the schools.
Although the Morning Star School Board had asked her back for the
next year,

school boards did not hire married women for teachers. So,

when Margret Potter married Clyde Unruh, May 6, 1936, after her first
year of teaching at the Morning Star School she left the profession of
teaching to begin her family.
In the fall of 1955, she would renew her teaching certificate and
return to the teaching profession .

Renewal of her teaching certification

required her to take classes from Fort Hays College and Emporia. One
summer class, an educational psychology class, was taught in Garden City
by a High School Principal, Abe Hubert, who had been a friend of Margret's
in earlier days.

She became the teacher for a third-fourth grade class in

the small town of Copeland for two years.

Then left for three years when

she would be asked to return to teaching; but not to Copeland, rather to
her first school , East Banner.

Her salary for the eight months of school at
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East Banner would be comparable to the salary she had received for the
nine months of teaching in Copeland,which was around thirty-two hundred
dollars.
The 1960 East Banner School was a very different school from the
1932 school in which Margret Potter started her teaching career.

East

Banner was now a two-room school that had been moved from some other
school district and set over a basement.

There was a large porch at the

front of the building which also housed the indoor bathrooms.

The

basement had a complete kitchen and a large room that was used for a
lunchroom and indoor play area. The main floor held two large rooms with
large panel doors between them that could be moved to the sides to make
the two rooms into one large room for the special programs. There were
tall windows on the west side of the classrooms to let in the sunlight.
The student body had also changed . When Miss Potter taught in the
one-room schoolhouse the students were mostly Methodist and Lutheran
children with only one family of Holdeman Mennonites.

In 1960, Mrs. Unruh

came back to teach an almost exclusively Mennonite class.

The small

districts of Colusa and Independence had closed their schools, so students
from those districts had transferred to Sublette, Copeland or East Banner.
Many of the Mennonite students had chosen to go to East Banner, while the
others had chosen to attend Sublette and Copeland. Even Mrs. Unruh's own
children would attend the Copeland Schools twelve miles from the fami,ly
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farm, while she would teach at East Banner School only two and one-half
miles away. And most of the students were boys, Mrs. Unruh would have
only five girls during the next four years of teaching at East Banner.
These girls were: Joan Loucks, Jolene Unruh, Velda Nichols, Twila Koehn,
and Phyllis Schmidt.

Among the boys in the class, three eventually

became Mennonite preachers.
Mrs. Unruh would teach the fifth through eighth grades at the school.
While Mrs. Alta Deering taught the first through fourth grades.

The

teachers had been hired by a three man board of education. There was still
a County Superintendent but Mrs. Unruh does not remember her visiting the
school like the Superintendent had in earlier days.

Since it was the

custom for the teacher teaching the upper grades to do so,

Mrs. Unruh

completed all the necessary forms and reports to be sent into the state.
Mrs. Unruh and Mrs. Deering developed a strong working relationship
and became very good friends.

Mrs. Deering was close to retirement age

and had a "sweet grandmotherly'' type of personality.

Her personality

invited the type of behavior that was much like a mother hen and her
chicks.

The children would flock to her for hugs.

Mrs. Unruh's personality

held a keen sense of humor and an ability to help the children get the job
down.

Her students enjoyed the creative things Mrs. Unruh did to make

class interesting, but her personality did not prompt the same open
displays of affection Mrs. Deering received.

Thirty years later her
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students come to visit Mrs. Unruh, their teacher, because they admired her.
Still, Mrs. Unruh sometimes felt a little jealous of the affection the
children showed Mrs. Deering.
Another change from the 1932 East Banner School was the long rows
of shelves filled with interesting library books.

Since most of the

children in the school were Mennonites, whose beliefs did not allow
television into their homes, all of them

were voracious readers.

The

teachers would get to spend around twenty-five dollars a year to add to
the library collection.

They chose from a list of recommended books that

came from the state.

Although all the board members and almost all the

children were Holdeman Mennonites, Mrs. Unruh never was questioned on
the content of the books she selected. Throughout her teaching career she
read to her students after the noon recess.

Her favorites were Ralph

Moody's Little Breeches books, Laura Wilder's Little House books, and Old
Yeller.
The Halloween programs and pie suppers had been replaced with
special Thanksgiving and Christmas programs.

These were very big events

and the school would be packed with parents and friends from the area.
Even though the Mennonite children did not have Christmas trees at home,
a Christmas tree would be allowed at school.

During a practice for the

Christmas program the students were instructed to dance around the
Christmas tree, but they stood still.

When Mrs. Unruh asked what was the

16

matter, the answer was "we aren't allowed to dance."

So Mrs. Unruh

changed her instructions and the students were asked to skip around the
tree. They followed these instructions.
One rainy day the boys and the one girl in the class decided to stay in
the classroom at recess and look at a pile of Life Magazines Mrs. Unruh had
brought to school.

Mrs. Unruh was at her desk checking papers when she

noticed that Joan had moved discreetly away from the boys to the opposite
side of the room. The boys were giggling and elbowing one another. She
heard one of the boys say, "show it to her''.
A boy, Stanley Unruh, stood up and picked up the magazine. In later
years, Stanley would become a Mennonite minister, but at that time he
would have been chosen as the "Student Least Likely to Embrace the
Clergyhood".
Mrs. Unruh watched as her would-be tormentor approached.

He laid

the open magazine in front of her. It was a picture of a lovely garden
somewhere in Rome , in a sylvan setting was a beautiful fountain.

The

statue of a nude boy in all of his glory was standing on the rim.
With a perfectly straight face, Stanley asked, "Mrs. Unruh, do you
think this statue is made of marble or granite?"
She looked and thought, "Oh, no! How can I explain the difference
between art and pornography to this group of grinning boys?"
Stalling for time, she read the caption, realizing the boys had grown
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very silent as they waited for her reaction.
came the perfect answer.

Then, out of the clear blue,

She looked up at her baiter.

With a face as

absent of guile as his had been, she answered, "It doesn't say here, so
can't be sure, but it is probably marble.

I am sure of one thing though.

a boy!" Stanley led the other boys in an appreciative peal of laughter.

It's
Mrs.

Unruh always considered that incident as one of her minor triumphs as a
teacher.
Mrs. Unruh loved teaching at the East Banner School but the future of
the country schools was becaming doubtful.

So after four years of

teaching in this country school she accepted an offer to teach fifth grade
in the Copeland School.

She held that position until her retirement in

1977. The East Banner School stayed open only one more year after she
left.
She would teach twelve more years in the fifth grade classroom in
Copeland and retired at the age of 62 in 1977. Over the years she had
taught hundreds of students, many of her students were children of her
first students she taught in the little one-room schoolhouse during the
Dust Bowl days of the thirties.

